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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, Christ the King, 11/24/2019 (Matthew White) 

Before we begin this morning, I do want to acknowledge that this is the first sermon I am giving 

as a postulant for Holy Orders in the Diocese of Southern Virginia.  Discerning and pursuing a 

call to ordained ministry has been a long and twisting path for me, as it is for most people, I 

imagine.  But as I stand here today and contemplate the beginning of my formal preparation as a 

possible future vocational deacon, I am overwhelmed by gratitude to each of you.  St. David’s – 

the place and the people – is the community that has truly defined my life as a Christian.  

Brittney and I first came to St. David’s a month or two after our first date, so the life of the 

family we have built is intimately connected to the life of this parish.  And I want to thank each 

and every one of you for your support and your prayers and above all for the way that so many of 

you have inspired me in my Christian journey over the past six years. 

As I was getting ready for today’s sermon, I reflected on the fact that in my very short preaching 

career, this is the fourth sermon I have prepared for Christ the King Sunday – twice here, once at 

my internship parish, and once at a Presbyterian church.  Christ the King always falls on the last 

Sunday of the church year, the week before the First Sunday of Advent.  I find the fact that I’ve 

preached so often on this Sunday a little amusing, because I’ve always been a little 

uncomfortable with the image of Jesus as a king.  I suppose when I think of a king or queen I 

imagine a monarch as someone powerful but distant and rather removed from us – inspiring but 

formal and rather inaccessible, perhaps like Queen Elizabeth II – and not at all the way I tend to 

think of Jesus. 

On the other hand, the image of Jesus as a king has a long history in Christian art and Christian 

tradition.  And in our epistle reading today from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, we are presented 

an image of Christ on an almost cosmic level, as a part of God’s great creative and redemptive 

drama.   

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 

for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether 

thrones or dominions or rulers or powers--all things have been created through him and for him. 

 

He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 

He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that 

he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to 

dwell 

This beautiful poetic language from two millennia ago certainly does make Jesus sound royal 

and majestic.  It is also reminiscent of part of the Nicene Creed we proclaim every week, where 

we speak of Jesus in similarly elevated tones.  We affirm there that we have faith that Jesus 

nature is 

God from God, Light from Light,   

true God from true God,   

begotten, not made,   
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of one Being with the Father.   

Through him all things were made.   

But today’s reading from Colossians, where Paul presents this astounding poem or hymn about 

Christ’s greatness, is modulated in the lectionary by the Gospel reading that’s included with it.  

Even as we soar into the cosmos with Paul’s elevated language, we hear, as it were, cutting 

harshly through the distance the mocking voice of Roman soldiers gathered around a hastily cut 

cross, insulting Jesus and making fun of him by using the title “King of the Jews” not to honor 

Jesus but to belittle this man they were seeking to destroy.   

The central paradox of Christianity, what Paul elsewhere called a stumbling block, is that this 

majestic king of all creation is also the broken, battered man who suffered and died as those 

around him laughed at any kingly pretensions he might have.  Indeed, this is what has always set 

Christianity apart.  In the first century it was nothing new to speak about divine beings coming to 

earth to be among mortal human beings. Graeco-Roman mythology was full of divine 

theophanies by figures like Zeus and Apollo and Aphrodite that brought the human and the 

divine together.  It was not even anything new or astounding to speak about God having a son – 

after all the great heroes of Greek mythology like Achilles and Hercules were almost always said 

to be literally fathered by divine beings, and even the Roman emperors, as they claimed more 

and more supernatural authority, came to speak of themselves as “divi filius,” the son of God. 

But to speak of a son of God who could be not only powerful but also battered and beaten and 

insulted and killed – that was something new.  To think of the possibility of a crucified God – 

that was something new.  To think, as the Nicene Creed says, that Jesus could simultaneously be 

the one through whom all things came to be and also someone who “suffered death and was 

buried” – that was new.  All this was new and must have been astounding.  In fact, it remains 

astounding.  Our faith is a faith of astonishment and surprise.  No wonder Paul spoke of this 

paradox as a stumbling block.  And yet these were the very things that always have and always 

will set Christianity apart 

Our Gospel reading presents Jesus’ crucifixion according to Luke.  And it focuses on a particular 

aspect of that event that is unique to the Gospel of Luke – that is, Jesus’ encounter with one of 

the men who is crucified with him.  Now these men that were crucified with Jesus were probably 

some sort of rebels or insurgents or revolutionaries who were put to death for sedition against the 

Roman Empire.  But historically we have spoken of them in English as two “thieves” and this 

particular individual as “the good thief” – that is to say, the one who reached out to Jesus while 

Jesus was on the cross, and in return had Jesus reach out to him. 

The good thief became a popular character in late antiquity and medieval Christianity, when 

Christians had a practice of embellishing or even inventings, we might say, life stories for holy 

figures by creating tales taken not from scripture but from the active imagination of popular 

piety.  In this context, the good thief’s name was identified as Dismas.  The bad thief, by the 

way, also had a name invented for him – Gestas.   And early Christian figures like John 

Chrysostom and Gregory the Great provided all kind of supposed details about the life and 

history of Dismas, the good thief.  In later years Dismas was even venerated as a saint 
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Nowadays we would legitimately question the accuracy of all of this and at times we may think 

that medieval hagiography is rather quaint and removed from our own time.   We have no idea if 

the good thief was named Dismas or something else, but it’s a good name, Dismas! So I’ll call 

him Dismas today, if you don’t mind, for the purposes of this sermon.  

Because even if we no longer invent fanciful names and backstories for the characters of the 

New Testament, this character of the bible – who arrives and leaves so very quickly – is an 

important one for our life of faith and for our understanding of Jesus Christ. 

The story of the good thief is important first of all because it prompts the question: What does it 

mean to be a Christian? 

I ask this neither to be obtuse nor because I think it is self-evident.  But what does it mean to say 

“I am a Christian?”  The great diversity of beliefs and practices of people claiming the name 

Christian over the past two thousand years suggests that this is not by any means a simple 

question.  People who call themselves Christian have embraced almost every possible view on 

every possible subject of faith and belief.  We’ve been an incredibly diverse religious tradition 

from the very beginning and we remain so today. 

And we here in the Episcopal church know that this diversity was a key part of our Anglican 

tradition from the very outset.  The Anglican way of being Christian, from the beginning in the 

Elizabethan Settlement of the 16th century, was an experiment to see whether people who have 

different views on theological issues could come together as a church and worship according to a 

shared set of prayers and liturgical practices.  In the Elizabethan era in England, when our 

Anglican tradition was born, this was primarily about the tension between Catholics and 

Protestants, between the traditional way of worshipping and believing and the new Protestant 

ideas promoted by people like Luther and Calvin and the Anglican Church was always a grand 

experiment, to see whether both Catholic and Reformed could live together and find a way to 

worship together, and form a new way of being Christian, a new Jesus movement that allowed 

for diversity of opinion, that allowed for differences, that allowed for people to disagree. 

Today we might say that the differences that we find in the church are different but equally 

profound, whether those are theological or political in nature.  We still have a diverse set of 

theological opinions, but in our contemporary culture, political issues may have become even 

more pertinent.  How do we deal with the fact that our church contains people who passionately 

believe in ideals on both ends of the political spectrum, and at every point in between?  Can we 

maintain our unity in all this diversity or will it tear us apart? 

In the end, because of the very diversity of our religious tradition, I think the only real single 

definition we can safely proclaim is that anyone who encounters God or experiences God in the 

life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth is a Christian.  To say that again, anyone who finds or 

experiences God in the person of Jesus Christ is a Christian.  I certainly understand the wish 

many people have to find some narrower or more exact definition, but the very story of Dismas, 

the good thief, reminds us that it is very difficult to make our definition any narrower than that.   
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After all, Dismas only encountered Jesus as they both were dying.  Dismas only had hours to 

live.  He was going through excruciating pain.  He certainly didn’t have either the time or the 

wherewithal to develop some comprehensive and coherent theology about who he thought Jesus 

was.   He didn’t have time to go through baptism or confirmation.  His time on earth was 

definitively running out. 

And what saved Dismas was not coming up with a set of orthodox beliefs about Jesus but 

something simultaneously simpler and more profound than that.  It was that he encountered Jesus 

as a person and he recognized instantly a relationship between Jesus and God’s kingdom: “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  Dismas had no time to go back and relive 

his life under some new set of moral principles.  Dismas simply encountered a man – a fellow 

sufferer dying next to him – a man that he believed was a man from God and filled with the spirit 

of God.   

And Jesus replied to this simple, unadorned faith with these words: “This day, you will be with 

me in paradise.” 

Jesus doesn’t say to Dismas, “Hey, brother, I would love to help you but I’m going to need a 

detailed statement of your theological beliefs to see if they line up with  mine.”  Jesus doesn’t 

say to Dismas, “Hey, man I’d love to help you but you honestl haven’t met my high moral 

standards and I think it would be unjust for me to include you in the kingdom.” 

No, Jesus simply meets Dismas where Dismas is.  He meets the personal faith he encounters in 

this good thief, dying next to him, with a personal outpouring of love.  “This day, you will be 

with me in paradise.”  Even in the last moments of his life – perhaps especially in the last 

moments of his earthly life – Jesus pours out love to Dismas.   

And I truly believe that that outpouring of love is what Jesus also offers to each of us today, as 

we encounter God through him.  It is that same depth of God’s compassionate love that cannot 

be erased by the imperfections of our past or the difficulties we may sometimes have with our 

faith.  It is that same depth of God’s compassionate love that cannot be executed by the power of 

a tyrannical empire, that cannot be held down by the power of death, that cannot be extinguished 

by the reality of evil.  It is that love that settles upon us and shines forth through us when we 

truly open ourselves to experiencing the reality of Jesus as a friend and a brother in the same way 

Dismas did so long ago. 

That is Jesus, and that is God as we meet God in the person of Jesus.  That is the person Dismas 

met and that is the person we meet through his story.  All the mocking voices of the soldiers are 

silenced, and on that hill of Golgotha, we hear only the voice of faith – “Jesus, remember me” – 

and only the voice of God’s love – “This day you will be with me in paradise.” 

Perhaps then, I am wrong to be so reticent about speaking of Jesus as a king.  Here on the cross, 

dying next to another Jewish man who had run afoul of Roman power, Jesus was every bit as 

majestic as in the beautiful poetry of St. Paul.  It is just that Jesus is a different kind of king, and 

God’s kingdom is a different kind of kingdom, very different from the kingdoms of this world.   
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God’s kingdom is the kingdom of love.  And Jesus is the bridge from our world into that 

kingdom – not in some distant future age, not when we have attained some kind of supreme 

enlightenment or ultimate perfection, but here and now, just as we are, with all the imperfections 

that mark our lives. 

So I think tonight when I go to bed, I will say a short prayer in honor of this “St. Dismas,” who 

probably wasn’t named Dismas at all.  And my prayer will be that each one of us will be open to 

experiences this coming week where we more fully encounter Jesus as our friend, our savior, and 

our gateway to a different kind of kingdom.  “What a friend we have in Jesus,” says the old 

Gospel song.  May we open ourselves more and more to that friendship, and in doing so, come to 

touch the very face of God. 

 


